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Chapter 1: Summary Background 
 

This chapter provides a general demographic profile and economic data for the Western Illinois River 

Valley Region. Data is reported for the six-county region, unless otherwise noted. When possible, 

benchmarks to state or national data are provided for comparison.  The Western Illinois River Valley 

Region is comprised of the rural southwest Illinois counties of Greene, Calhoun, Christian, Jersey, 

Macoupin, and Montgomery. When measuring straight line distance the center of the region is 35 mi. 

southwest of Springfield, 50 mi. northeast of St. Louis and 210 mi. southwest of Chicago (see figure 1). 

Regional Boundaries 

Figure 1: Western Illinois River Valley Regional Boundaries 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Demographics 

 

The following section provides a demographic overview of the Western Illinois River Valley region.  The 

information included comes from a variety of sources including the U.S. Census Bureau and Economic 

Modeling Specialists Inc. (EMSI). 

 

Population  
There is a slow population decline in the region.  According to EMSI the 2001 regional population was 

155,957; by 2019 the estimated population was 145,458, a decrease of 7 percent. In contrast, both the 

state and the nation are estimated to have grown over the same time period by 2 percent and 16 

percent respectively (see figure 2). 

 

Figure 2: Western IL River Valley Region Population 

 
         Source: EMSI, 2019 Q4          

 

The trend of population decline for the region is projected to continue into the near future.  As of 2019 

the region's population declined by 3.2% since 2014, falling by 4,811. Population is expected to 

decrease by 2.0% between 2019 and 2024, losing an additional 2,873 (see figure 3). This population 

decline is reflective of a larger trend of Illinois rural depopulation. 

 

Figure 3: Western IL River Valley Short-Run Projected Population 
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Source: EMSI, 2019 Q4 

    

 

Macoupin is the most populous county in the region with an estimated 2019 population of 45,089. 

/ŀƭƘƻǳƴ /ƻǳƴǘȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘ пΣттф ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ нлмф (see figure 4). 

 

 

Figure 4: Western IL River Valley 2019 Population by County 

   
Source: EMSI, 2019 Q4 

 

Migration 
The two components of population change are natural change (the number of births minus the number 

of deaths), and net migration (international + domestic migration).  The figures in the Appendix (A-1 - A-

6) show recent migration data for the counties in the region. This Census data can help understand 
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where the people who move in and out of this region come from or move to. When examining the 

county level data there is not an immediately discernible pattern with regard to counties to and from 

which people are moving in and out of the region. In some cases the top destinations and origins are 

other counties within the state; for other counties in the region the top destinations and origins are 

counties in other states. 

 

Unfortunately, as this is a Census American Community Survey (ACS) dataset, 2013-2017 is the most 

recent data available. It is also noteworthy that this data has a wide margin of error in some cases.  

Additional information about the methodology behind the County-to-County Migration Flows data set is 

available at: https://www.census.gov/topics/population/migration/guidance/county-to-county-

migration-flows.html 

 

 

Age Distribution 
The residents of the region have an older median age than the national and state averages. According 

to the U.S. Census ACS data the 2017 median age oŦ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŎƻǳƴǘƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǎ 

follows: Calhoun 46.5 years, Christian 42.7 years, Green 42.7 years, Jersey 42.5 years, Macoupin 43.1, 

and Montgomery 42.4 years. For comparison the 2017 median age for Illinois was 37.7 and 37.8 for the 

U.S. However, the regionΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƎŜ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǊǳǊŀƭ LƭƭƛƴƻƛǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǊǳǊŀl 

Illinois median age in 2017 was 44.5. 

 

The estimated population by age 2019 chart below illustrates a slightly heavier top, with ages 50-59 

making up the largest age groups comprising 15% of the region's total population (see figure 5). 

 

Figure 5: Western IL Valley Population by Age Group 

 
Source: EMSI, 2019 Q4 

 

https://www.census.gov/topics/population/migration/guidance/county-to-county-migration-flows.html
https://www.census.gov/topics/population/migration/guidance/county-to-county-migration-flows.html
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¢ƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ōƻǘƘ ŘŜŎƭƛƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀƎƛƴƎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀ ŎŀǳǎŜ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴΣ 

indicating that as the number of people in the workforce is declining; the youth population needed in 

occupations to support the retiring baby-boomer generation is also declining. 

 

 

Education 
With regard to educational attainment, the region has a slightly lower proportion of adults who have 

not completed a high school education (12%) than the state (13%) and national averages (14%).  

However, the region also has a significantly lower proportioƴ ƻŦ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ōŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻǊ 

higher than the state or nation (see figure 6).  

 

Figure 6: Highest Level of Educational Attainment for Adult Population 

 
Source: EMSI, 2019 Q4 

Race & Ethnicity 
The Western River Illinois Valley Region is relatively racially homogeneous. 96.6% percent of the 

ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ²ƘƛǘŜ όbƻƴ-Hispanic), compared to 60.7% percent in Illinois and 60% percent in 

the U.S. (see Figure 7). While the level of racial diversity is lower than the state and nation, it is similar 

to many other rural regions in Illinois.  

 

Figure 7: Western IL Valley Racial Make-up 2019 

 

Source: EMSI, 2019 Q4 

While the region is not highly diverse, diversity is increasing over time.  Despite the overall regional 

trend of depopulation, the population actually increased between 2001 and 2019 in all racial categories 

except White (Non-Hispanic) and Black (Non-Hispanic). White (Hispanic), Individuals of two or more 
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races (Non-Hispanic), and Asian (Non-Hispanic) were the top growing racial categories in absolute terms 

over this time period (see figure 8): 

Figure 8: Western IL Valley Change in Racial Make-up 2001-2019 

 

Source: EMSI, 2019 Q4 

 

Poverty 
Poverty in the region is not considerably high when compared to the state and national metrics.  In 

2017 some of the counties compared favorably to the state and nation while other counties did have 

slightly higher rates of poverty. However most of the regionΩǎ counties, especially Greene, exceeded the 

average compared to other Illinois rural (Illinois Non-Metro) counties (see figure 9). 

 

Figure 9: Individuals in Poverty 2017 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau ACS & Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates 
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Healthcare and Wellness 
A healthy workforce is integral to economic stability. Regarding health indicators, the region varies in its 

favorability compared with state benchmarks. Concerning the proportion of the population with adult 

diabetes, much of the region is above the state average of 9.5%, save for Calhoun County (6.2%). Jersey, 

Macoupin, and Montgomery counties are all above the state average (29%) in terms of adult prevalence 

of obesity, while Christian, Greene, and Macoupin counties perform better than state average. All 

counties chart below and perform better than the state average (7%) proportion of adults over 65 years 

of age without health insurance. Health care provider availability is relatively limited in the region. The 

ratio of population to both primary ŎŀǊŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎƛŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜƴǘƛǎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŎƻǳƴǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀƴ 

the state average (see figure 10).  

Figure 10: Regional Health Indicators 

Source: County Health Rankings & Roadmaps 2019 

Household Income 
All counties in the region lag behind the state metric for median household income of $61,229. While 

Jersey, Calhoun, and Macoupin are within $10,000, Christian, Montgomery, and Greene are all well 

below the state average (see Figure 11). However, it is important to remember that the cost of living in 

the region is lower than other areas of the state, especially larger metropolitan areas.  

 

Figure 11: Estimated Household Income by County 2019 

 
Source: EMSI, 2019 Q4 
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Summary Population Characteristics 
Summary population characteristics for the region include less than the national average number of 

millennials; greater than average number of people approaching or at retirement age; limited racial 

diversity; a high concentration of veterans and low crime rates (see figure 12). 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12: Regional Population Characteristics 

 
Source: EMSI, 2019 Q4 
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Economy 

The following section provides an overview of the regional economy including data on specific 

industries that the steering committee identified as important or potentially important to the region. 

 

Unemployment 
The unemployment rate in the region has generally been declining since the recession. Between 2014 

and May of 2019, the unemployment rate has dropped 3.5 percentage points from 7.5% to 4%; with a 

slight increase in the following months. The unemployment rate in the region tends to follow the same 

pattern with regard to increases and decreases as the state and nation, though the regional rate is 

always slightly higher (see figure 13). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13: Regional Unemployment Rate 2014 - 2019 
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Source: EMSI, 2019 Q4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Employment Growth by Occupation and Industry1 

The following sections provide employment data for the region in two ways, by industry and by 

occupation. Industry classifications are done by considering the main output or function of a business. 

When examining employment by industry data, it is important to keep in mind that the job function of 

different employees within a given industry may vary widely. For example, in a hotel businesses 

classified as belonging to the Accommodation and Food Service industry, one would have hotel 

managers, restaurant chefs, housekeeping staff, and accountants among other jobs. 

In contrast, occupational classifications group together employees that have a similar job function 

regardless of the industry they work in.  Returning to the example of accountants, they would likely be 

classified as belonging to the Business and Financial Operations occupation. However, accountants are 

found in numerous industries ranging from hotels to manufacturing operations to hospitals. 

The top five largest 2-digit NAICS2 industries in the region in terms of employment in 2019 included 

Government; Healthcare and Social Assistance; Retail Trade; Accommodation and Food Services; and 

Manufacturing. In total the region shed 5,936 jobs between 2001 and 2019 with a reduction from 

48,938 to 43,001, a loss of 12 percent. However, not all industries in the region lost jobs during that 
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time period as Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting; Administrative and Support and Waste 

Management; and Management or Companies and Enterprises all experienced strong growth (see 

figure 14).  

Figure 14: Regional Employment Change by Industry  

 

Source: EMSI, 2019 Q4 

 

 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

1. The employment numbers throughout this chapter include those covered by the Bureau of Labor Statistics Quarterly 

Census of Employment and Wages (QCEW), Non-QCEW employees (includes railroad, military and some federal 

government jobs), and the self-employed. 

2. 2. A definition and discussion of NAICS codes can be found in a section later in this chapter. 

The top five occupations in 2019 in the region in terms of employment included Office and 

Administrative Support; Sales and Related; Food Preparation and Service; Education and Training and 

Library; and Healthcare practitioners and Technical. Occupations which saw the greatest amount of 

absolute growth from 2001 to 2019 including Healthcare Occupations; Farming, Fishing, and Forestry 

occupations; as well as Business and Financial Operations Occupations. Sectors that saw the most job 

loss include Office and Administrative Support Occupations; Transportation and Material Moving 

Occupations; and Production Occupations. Sectors which saw the most growth include Healthcare 

Practitioners and Technical Occupations; Management Occupations; and Farming, Fishing, and Forestry 

Occupations (see figure 15). 

 

 

Figure 15: Regional Employment Change by Occupation 












































































































